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            CHAPTER ONE

         
 
         Father Tudor Harcourt had a problem. At such times he found it a great comfort to have a silent, somewhat one-sided conversation with God. Occasionally, the Almighty showed him the answer. He was not an impatient man: had he known that he was pencilled in for a personal audience in the next fifteen minutes he would have waited.
 
         He’d reached the part of the lane where the county council had regravelled the road. Why on earth did they waste the taxpayers’ money every year resurfacing perfectly acceptable country lanes, used only by agricultural vehicles and elderly clerics on equally elderly bicycles? The three-speed Raleigh didn’t roll as freely on the new surface, so he had to pedal more. Then there was the increased risk of a puncture. He winced as loose chippings, picked up by the tyres, rattled under the mudguards. The gravel was deepest along the edges of the road, so he steered into the middle, where the small amount of traffic had worn a smoother passage.
         
 
         The problem, for which he needed the guidance of the Almighty, involved Father Harcourt’s imminent retirement and his friendship with Miss Felicity Jonas. Miss Jonas, a petite and charming member of his flock, ‘did’ for him three days a week. She cleaned his house, washed and darned his socks and ironed his vestments. She also kept his diary up to date, arranged his appointments and filed his sermons. Sometimes he would discuss a sermon with her, if he felt he had to use his position to comment on a particularly pressing social issue, and he found she had a down-to-earth wisdom that sometimes pulled him back from taking a too holier-than-thou standpoint. She gave him much more than all this, though. She was, he believed, his friend. His best friend, his only friend. The only proper female friend he had ever known. And she gave him a constant, aching reminder of the only woman – the only other woman – he had ever loved.
 
         Fifty years ago it had been a long, hot summer. Young Harcourt was kicking his heels before going to theological college. He would be the third generation of Harcourts to take the cloth – via a line of uncles, of course. A Harcourt had been tortured and executed after the Popish Plot three hundred years earlier; he was the last of a long, proud line. Never had he held a moment’s doubt about his vocation, his calling, until he met Mary Hemsby, and now, fifty years later, those same doubts were creeping back.
         
 
         Mary had been sixteen. She took him on long walks on summer afternoons, in those optimistic days after the war, through the wheat fields that loaned their golden colour to her hair and long, bare limbs. She showed him secret places, and promised pleasures that caused him to lie, sweating and sleepless, through the sultry, tormented nights. He was saved from making the hardest decision of his young life when her parents sent her away. They, he believed, apparently not realising he was a Roman Catholic, had not wanted her to marry a clergyman. He often wondered if she had found happiness.
 
         The truth was more prosaic. Mr and Mrs Hemsby sent their daughter to a relative in Wales in something of a hurry because it was becoming increasingly obvious that she was pregnant. The butcher’s boy had banged her up one wet April afternoon, delivering rather more than the half of stewing meat and some polony that his basket held. She’d had a lasting, but not happy, marriage, and now lived less than fifteen miles away.
 
         Father Harcourt puffed with the exertion of pedalling. He could see the black and white chevrons of the barrier marking the bend in the road, a quarter of a mile ahead, where it reached Peddars Dyke and turned abruptly right to run alongside it. Not far beyond that bend was Miss Jonas’s cottage and afternoon tea. What was he going to say to her? When he retired he would have to leave his home. A place had been reserved for him at St Jude’s Retreat, near Walsingham, and very nice it was too, but it was not what he wanted. What he wanted was to move into Rose Cottage with Miss Jonas. Ideally, he would like to marry her. That would offset one scandal, but would it create another, within the Church? At the very least he’d need a dispensation from the Pope, which could take years. God wasn’t coming up with any answers. OK, he’d accept the wagging tongues and the moving curtains when he walked through the village: Just let me find the right words, and may Felicity’s response be favourable.
         
 
         He’d reached the bend. Oh dear! A car was coming the other way, its roof visible above the hedge from his vantage point on the upright Raleigh. He pulled over towards the side of the road, where the loose gravel had been swept into a swathe, like a sandbank round the outside of a bend in a river. The stones rattled staccato under his mudguards, as loud as hailstones on a greenhouse roof, and the bicycle wobbled alarmingly.
 
         
             

         
 
         Reg Davison was having a good day, a bloody brilliant day. He tapped his fingers on the steering wheel in time with Radio Fenland’s current chart-topper and mused on the vagaries of his fortunes. The only cloud was the fact that he was way over the alcohol limit for driving and still twenty miles from home. That was why he was on this back road instead of racing along the A47.
         
 
         ‘Take the old Roman Road,’ Edgar Johnstone had advised him. ‘No fear of being pulled over by the traffic police along there.’ It was advice Reg had taken gladly. His licence already displayed ten penalty points, picked up for speeding offences; a drink-driving rap would be the end of everything he’d worked for.
 
         It wasn’t going to happen, though. He was on a winning streak. He listened to the gravel chipping off the paint under the car and luxuriated in the comfortable feeling that a company vehicle generated. No large garage bills for him. Next week he’d suggest to the boss that they trade in this old tub. The new, twenty-four-valve model looked good, and, by Christ, he’d earned it.
 
         The winning streak had started the day before. Reg chuckled at the thought of it. He’d never know how he’d managed to keep his face straight when old man Wimbles had taken him to one side and given him the news that Julian wasn’t coming home, but was marrying and settling in America. For fifteen years Reg had struggled, virtually single-handedly, to build up Wimbles Agri Supplies. Being sales manager was all right, but he’d been promised a directorship. Then, one fine day, young Julian Wimbles had breezed in, fresh from university, and demanded his birthright. Reg was back on the road; a thousand miles a week, in rain, fog or snow.
         
 
         The old man had sent Julian to the States to study methods and gain some experience. Well, he’d done just that. Reg’s body jerked up and down in time with the music. Rarely had such a mundane tune been so joyfully received. Julian had fallen in love with a rancher’s daughter in Utah. He’d converted to Mormonism and was going to marry her. They were building a house on Daddy’s land.
 
         ‘Oh, you must be very disappointed that he won’t be taking over here,’ Reg had said sympathetically when Mr Wimbles told him, but in the privacy of his own office he had danced a jig round the desk, before collapsing with paroxysms of glee into his executive chair.
 
         That was yesterday. That was only for starters. Today he’d entertained Edgar Johnstone and the committee of the North Anglia Farmers Cooperative for lunch and obtained their signatures on a three-year feed contract. Eighteen months of hard slog had come to fruition with the biggest order Wimbles Agri had ever taken. And there could be more. Next year the seed contract was up for grabs, and Reg had made some good contacts, shaken some interesting hands.
 
         He belched and farted at the same time. For a horrible moment he thought he’d messed his pants. Too much success was bad for the digestion. Duck a l’orange, accompanied by a gin and tonic, two pints of bitter, nearly a bottle of Beaujolais and two brandies wasn’t good for it either. That thought tickled Reg, and he threw back his head and laughed.
         
 
         Live hard and play hard, that’s the way to do it, he said to himself. He glanced at the yellow blur of the oilseed rape racing by to his left, and the extensive acres of barley off to his right. ‘All mine,’ he said out loud, ‘soon you’ll be all mine,’ and he laughed again.
 
         He was going far too fast when he reached the bend where the road turned sharply away from the drainage dyke. It would be kind to say that old Roman roads are not expected to make sudden right-angled diversions, but the truth was that Reg Davison was in no fit state to be loose in a motor car. He hit the brakes and swung on the steering wheel. The back of the car skidded out. Instinct took over as Reg corrected the skid, but this took him wide, into the deep gravel round the outside of the bend. For a second he was convinced he’d made it, but then he saw, or thought he saw, the figure on the bicycle. There was a clatter of metal against metal, and Reg glimpsed a black-clad apparition flying towards him, like a geriatric Batman. The figure hit the windscreen with a hollow ker-clump, and then it was gone.
         
 
         Reg sat there, bathed in cold sweat, knuckles white around the wheel, as sober as a tightrope walker. He reached down to switch off the radio. What had happened to him? He looked around. The road looked the same. The barley was still waving seductively in the breeze and the rape was as cheerful as ever. Nothing had changed. Or had everything changed? He prayed that his imagination had been playing tricks, as he got out and walked round to the front of the car.
         
 
         There was nothing imaginary about the bicycle, with its bent front wheel and handlebars twisted sideways. Or about Reg’s smashed headlight. But where was the cyclist? Reg knew the answer. He reluctantly accepted the reality of the situation as he tentatively looked round the back of the car, to where Father Harcourt lay in a ragged heap.
 
         ‘Christ!’ Reg exclaimed. ‘He’s a vicar. I’ve killed a vicar.’ He rested his forehead on the roof of the car, realising that his lucky streak had rolled clean off the table, possibly for ever. He thumped the roof three times with his right fist, saying: ‘Shit! Shit! Shit!’ Then he repeated the gesture with both fists, sobbing: ‘Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!’
 
         His initial reaction was fairly honourable. He ran back to the bend in the road to see if any help was approaching. It wasn’t, thank goodness. Although he felt sober he knew that he’d still measure the same on a breathalyser. It wasn’t just his job that was at stake, he could go to jail for this. Well, he’d got himself into it, he’d have to get himself out. Dispose of the evidence, that was the priority. He unlocked the boot lid and opened it. The crumpled body was lying face down, with a small, sinister pool of blood forming under the head, bright against the new gravel. Reg hooked the fingers of one hand under Father Harcourt’s dog collar and grasped a handful of trouser material with the other. As unceremoniously as if he were loading a fifty-kilogram bag of weaner pellets to help out one of his customers, he heaved the cleric’s body into the boot.
         
 
         Now for the bike. There wasn’t room in the car, so it would have to be hidden nearby. The neighbouring field was the obvious choice – the oilseed rape was over a metre tall and wouldn’t be harvested for another six or seven weeks. Reg crossed the road and looked over the hedge. At the other side of the field he could see a small, isolated cottage.
 
         ‘Mmm, better make it the barley,’ he decided. ‘It would be just my luck for some old biddy to be watching out of the window.’
 
         He wasn’t wrong. In Rose Cottage, Miss Felicity Jonas was glancing anxiously down the track that led to her home, awaiting her cue to put on the kettle. Father Harcourt – Tudor, as he had asked her to call him on these informal occasions – was never late. She was wearing a new blue dress, and had dabbed on her wrists some of the expensive perfume that her niece had given her two Christmases ago.
         
 
         The barley would be harvested before the oilseed rape, but not for at least another month. Reg cast an expert’s eye over the crop. It was good, probably destined for malting before being transmuted into beer or even whisky. He stooped and squinted across the tops of the waving fronds, looking for. the telltale signs of wild oats, standing higher than the rest of the field. He knew that in the next week or two the farmer would walk his lands, roguing out any oats that contaminated the crop. Reg couldn’t see any – he was safe.
 
         He carried the bike about fifty yards into the field and carefully laid it down, trying not to compress the tall stalks beneath it. He spent a few minutes teasing them through the spokes and stepped back to admire his handiwork. From ten yards away it was invisible, and in a couple of days the barley would straighten itself up again to conceal it even more. He dusted his hands together with a sigh of relief and walked back to the car.
 
         Stay cool, Reg, he told himself. Stay cool and calm and think clearly, then we can get away with it. Remember the old motto: He Who Dares Wins. He’d never been a soldier, but the SAS were his heroes, and the saying appealed to his gambler’s instincts. There was just the matter of the broken headlight. He found the scattered glass amongst the gravel and picked up as much as he could. Any bits remaining were so small as to be unidentifiable. After a final look around he climbed into the car and drove off. Two hundred yards up the road he turned round in a gateway and went back the way he’d come – he’d had an idea about where he could dispose of the body.
         
 
         Peddars Dyke was part of the drainage system that had transformed this area from a good-for-nothing bog into the most productive arable land in Britain. The marshes had vanished, taking with them the fen orchid, the bittern and the otter, to be replaced with horizon-stretching vistas of barley, wheat and oilseed rape. Reg had noticed the ditch running alongside the lane he had so recently travelled. At intervals a culvert would take it beneath a turn-off leading into a field or to a farm. He would shove the body into one of these.
         
 
         He quickly found a suitable place, and parked in the gateway above the dyke. So far he’d been lucky that no other vehicles had come this way, but something was bound to, before too long. He’d pretend he’d suffered a puncture, and had just finished replacing the wheel. The lifting jack was kept in the engine compartment. He pulled the release lever and the bonnet sprang open.
 
         Reg removed the jack from its resting place and moved round to the back of the car. He wasn’t relishing what he had to do, but he acted with the purposefulness of the desperate. He opened the boot.
         
 
         The lid rose smoothly on its hydraulic struts, and as it did, so too did Father Harcourt. He sat up in the boot and clutched imploringly at Reg’s sleeve. His face was a scarlet mess and his eyes were white orbs, the uncoordinated pupils barely visible, one pointing up and one down.
 
         Reg screamed in terror and tried to shake his arm free from the old man’s talons. He wouldn’t let go.
 
         ‘Get off! Get off!’ shrieked Reg, but the fingers tightened their grip. Reg was holding the jack in his right hand. His arm rose and fell, and the jack crashed against the parchment skull of the priest. Again and again the jack came down until the claw-like grip relaxed and Father Harcourt fell back, to keep his appointment with the Lord.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Reg forced himself not to be sick. He sucked in great lungfuls of air through his open mouth and acted like a robot. With one movement he flung the jack into the boot and grabbed the priest under the armpits. Ten seconds later the body splashed into the shallow water. Reg jumped down after it and, standing astride the ditch and clinging to the bridge, managed to push it with his foot until it was out of sight.
 
         He climbed back up to the road. He’d done it. It was over. Then, and only then, did he renew his acquaintance with the duck a l’orange.
         
 
         Traffic was heavy on the A47, but the risk of being pulled over for a driving offence now seemed trivial. Reg knew a car spares shop on the far side of Norwich where he could buy a new headlight. He’d obtained one there a couple of years previously, after a confrontation with a slurry trailer in someone’s yard. He shuddered when he remembered the price of it; thank goodness he had his gold card with him. No, that was no good – he could be traced through that. He’d have to withdraw a hundred quid from a cash dispenser and use real money. He gave a smile of satisfaction – he was thinking well.
 
         It was about six p.m. when he arrived home. This was about his normal time, but much later than he’d planned on this day of days. His wife gave him his meal and he told her about his triumph with the feed contract. She remarked that he looked strained, but Reg explained that he’d had to do some hard negotiating: it hadn’t been as straightforward as he’d expected. Later, he went into the garage and changed the headlight. The refuse collection men were due next morning, so he dropped all the broken glass into the dustbin. Come nine a.m. it would be lost for ever, mixed with the jetsam of a thousand other homes. Then he’d be in the clear.
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         The bin men came dead on time, as reliable as a quartz watch – the one owned by the manager of the company that had subcontracted their services from the local council. Reg gave them a cheery ‘Good morning’ as the week’s avocado skins, yoghurt pots and murder evidence was tipped into the back of their lorry. Then he climbed into his car to drive to the office, thirty miles away.
         
 
         First of all he had to give the feed contract to old man Wimbles. Then they had a busy day ahead. All the cash flows, projections, stock control, orders – everything – needed completely rejigging. They were big league now, and the credit was all his – all Reg Davison’s. And there was the little matter of his new car, he’d bring that up, too.
 
         The traffic of the suburbs thinned out, but Reg kept his speed down. Normally, when sober, he drove with the skilled efficiency of the professional driver, but he’d decided that a low profile might be a good idea for a few weeks. The bicycle would be found in late August when the barley was harvested. Presumably they’d find the body soon afterwards. It would be as obvious as a giraffe in a dance band that murder, or at least manslaughter, had been committed, but by whom? The police were good, but not that good. He tuned in to Radio Fenland to see if the vicar had been missed yet.
 
         There was a lorry in front. Normally he would have zoomed past it, but it was doing over fifty, so he kept his position. A few spots of rain fell on the windscreen. Passing through one of the many small villages on his route he noticed that the road was wet, with big puddles along the edges. They’d had a downpour in the last few minutes.
         
 
         That should help the barley along, he thought, with, a satisfied smirk. The lorry’s nearside rear wheel bounced along the gutter, sending a shower of muddy spray over Reg’s car. He extended the fingers of his right hand to switch on the windscreen wipers. The glass in front of him cleared, as the wiper swished back and forth, like waves on the beach, ebbing and flowing. He turned left here. The lorry was going straight on, thank goodness. He glanced across as he swung the car round the tight bend. It was difficult to see out of the passenger’s side of the screen. Something wasn’t right. He straightened up and looked across to see what the problem was.
 
         He only had one windscreen wiper. Oh Christ! Oh, Jesusfuckingchrist! The entire left-hand windscreen wiper arm was missing.
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         
 
         My phone was ringing. Two pairs of beady eyes fixed on me, anticipating the boss making a fool of himself. It was the moment of truth that could be delayed no longer. After a couple more rings I grabbed the hand-set, clamped it to the side of my head and spoke:
 
         ‘Awake! For morning in the bowl of night,
 
         Has rum ti-tum ti-tum the stars to flight.’
 
         ‘That’s no good!’ protested Detective Constable David Sparkington, owner of the beadier pair of eyes.
 
         ‘No, it’s not. It has to be original,’ concurred Detective Sergeant Nigel Newley, possessor of the other pair.
 
         The female voice on the line lacked their assurance: ‘Um, could I please speak to Inspector Priest?’ she asked.
 
         I was reasonably certain it was Maggie Madison, the office practical joker. I said:
 
         ‘Charlie Priest is my name, feeling collars is my game.’
         
 
         ‘That’s more like it,’ confirmed the beady-eyed ones.
 
         Is that you, Charles?’ asked the voice, hesitantly. Oh God! It wasn’t Mad Maggie, it was Annabelle, Annabelle Wilberforce. Now it was my turn to go to pieces.
 
         ‘Oh, er, hello. Is that you, Annabelle?’ I stuttered.
 
         Across the office the pair of them did an impression of the Wise Monkeys, without the silent one, after a successful raid on a banana plantation.
 
         ‘Are you all right, Charles? What’s happening?’ she asked.
 
         I dredged up what was left of my composure. ‘Yes, thanks. How are you?’ It wasn’t the best opening gambit I’d ever made.
 
         Annabelle laughed: ‘It sounds like a madhouse in there. What are you all doing?’
 
         I gave them two fingers and swivelled my chair so that my back was towards them. ‘Oh, it’s just a silly game we’re playing.’
 
         ‘A game? I thought you were busy fighting crime.’
 
         ‘We are. It’s for charity – the Baby James Appeal at the General Hospital. Every time you start a conversation you have to speak in verse. If you don’t it costs you a pound.’
 
         ‘Goodness, that could be expensive. How much has it cost you so far?’
         
 
         ‘Nothing yet. There’s a maximum of ten pounds, so I suppose we’ll all end up paying a tenner. Hearing from you is a pleasant surprise. I’m sorry about the concert last month; did you enjoy it?’
 
         ‘It was wonderful – you missed a lovely evening. It’s a shame you had to work, but I know how busy you are. I was wondering if you are free tonight. I’m afraid it’s rather short notice.’
 
         Free? Well, there was the washing-up; cook a meal; wash the car; do some weeding; mow the grass; clean the windows; iron a shirt. It would be a sacrifice, but I suppose they could all wait. ‘That’s OK. Providing nobody robs the NatWest I should be available,’ I told her.
 
         ‘Only the NatWest?’ she asked.
 
         ‘Only that one. I bank there,’ I answered.
 
         She didn’t laugh. That’s the trouble with women who have a sense of humour – they’re hard to please. ‘Fine. In that case you are invited to supper. A couple of friends I knew in Kenya have dropped in unexpectedly for a day or two, so I thought I’d practise my culinary skills – do something special. Will that be all right?’
 
         ‘It sounds super. I’m already doing my impression of Spot.’
 
         ‘Spot?’
 
         ‘Pavlov’s dog.’ Still not funny – I was trying too hard.
         
 
         ‘I see. Good. Seven thirty for eight, shall we say? Oh, by the way, they are both “Church”, but you’d never know it.’
 
         ‘No problem, I’m looking forward to meeting them.’ And to the meal. And you. Most of all, you.
 
         We said our farewells and I replaced the phone. I sat gazing at it for a few moments. It was a simple collection of electrical components and plastic, but it could change a person’s world in a few seconds. For some it brought tragedy, for others, more rarely, happiness.
 
         I’d met Annabelle over a year ago, but my pursuit of her would have disgraced a Galapagos Island tortoise. I made Chi-Chi the giant panda look like Young Lochinvar. The fact that her late husband had been a bishop didn’t help. Sometimes I wished that she wasn’t so attractive. She frightened me. I was scared that, by chasing her, I’d lose her. In twelve months I’d taken her out four times: one meal, two concerts and one visit to the theatre. On three other occasions I’d had to cancel at the last minute because of the job. My wife, Vanessa, left me, she said, because of the loneliness. I don’t think I could take that again.
 
         I spun my chair round to face the others, and with an expansive gesture towards the window, said:
 
         ‘The curfew tolls the knell of parting day,
         
 
         The lowing herd winds slowly o’er the lea.
 
         The ploughman homeward plods his weary way,
 
         And hopes it’s not…brown bread again for tea.’
 
         ‘Isn’t love wonderful?’ Sparky sighed, looking at Nigel.
 
         ‘Yes,’ replied Nigel, ‘but that will cost you a pound.’
 
         
             

         
 
         We made it through the day, although Good didn’t score any victories in the war against Evil. Several other members of the public were not impressed with their encounters with poetic policemen, but we raised a couple of hundred pounds for the appeal. I hit the ten-pound limit well before lunch, but kept on with the vile verse just for the hell of it. It was fun. About four o’clock the phone was ringing yet again.
 
         ‘If you’re having any trouble, we’ll be with you at the double,’ I said into it.
 
         It was the Control Room.
 
         ‘Then grab your pencil and your book,
 
         And you might just catch a crook,’ growled the Sergeant.
 
         Our busiest time is late afternoon, early evening. Kids come home from school, grown-ups from work, and find that their home has been turned over during their absence. This one fitted the pattern.
 
         ‘I’m all ears, Arthur. Give us the details.’
         
 
         ‘It’s The Firs, Edgely Lane, off Penistone Road. A couple of Jehovah’s Witnesses rang in. They went up the drive to sell their tracts, or whatever, and the door was smashed in. They ran to the next house and phoned us because they felt someone might still be inside. We’ve a car there, but the birds have flown. Place has been well and truly ransacked. Problem is, the owner’s not home yet.’
 
         ‘They did it!’ I declared. ‘Chuck ’em in a cell and we’ll talk to them in the morning.’
 
         ‘Can I leave it with you?’
 
         ‘Oh, OK then, Arthur. We’ll look into it.’
 
         ‘It’s the very last house. Will you arrange Scenes of Crime, Charlie?’
 
         ‘Will do. Thanks.’
 
         I glanced round the office at the gallant body of men I call The Troops. One or two had drifted away, but Dave Sparkington, Nigel and a couple of others were still here. I waved the sheet of paper at Sparky and he came over.
 
         ‘If that’s what I think,
 
         I’ve just gone for a drink,’ he said.
 
         I’d worked with Sparky for years. As far as I was concerned he was the best DC in the force. ‘It’s a burglary,’ I told him. ‘Do you want me to send someone else?’
 
         ‘No, it’s only saddle of lamb in red currant sauce for tea; nothing special. Besides, I thrive on work. Let’s have a look.’ He grabbed the paper and I told him the little I knew.
         
 
         Nigel had wandered across and was listening. ‘I’ll go, if you want. I’ve nothing on tonight,’ he volunteered.
 
         ‘In that case, both of you go,’ I suggested. ‘It’s a posh address and you might recover some of the credibility we’ve squandered through the day. And take a SOCO with you, they don’t know about it, yet.’
 
         Sparky tilted his head on one side for a few moments, then said:
 
         ‘Away with the SOCO and my trusty Sarge,
 
         We’ll catch the burglars but he’ll get the credit ’cos he’s in charge.’
 
         ‘It doesn’t scan,’ said Nigel, testily.
 
         ‘Well that’s what we’re collecting for, isn’t it?’ responded Sparky.
 
         ‘What?’
 
         ‘A scanner.’
 
         
             

         
 
         I couldn’t help wondering how well they would work together. Sparky was a local lad, and always claimed he’d worn clogs as a kid, but nobody believed that. After twenty-odd years in the force, he’d developed a carefully refined brusqueness with strangers that he loved to display when least expected. Nigel was university-educated and from deepest Berkshire. After three years he outranked Sparky. Another three and he could outrank me. He’d never hold the title of the longest-serving inspector the force had ever had, though. That was mine, and mine alone.
         
 
         On the way home I bought a modest bunch of flowers and an extravagant bottle of claret. I had a short nap, interspersed with pleasant daydreams, while the water heated, and then showered. I whistled a few tunes and rubbed great dollops of some smelly blue jelly over myself. Life was good. God was in his heaven. All it had taken was a phone call.
 
         I was ready to leave, resplendent in decent suit and gaudy tie, when the phone rang again. It was Dave Sparkington. ‘Sorry about this, Charlie’ he said, ‘but I think we need you.’
 
         ‘Why, what’s happened?’
 
         ‘We’re still at The Firs. The householder – he’s a Mr Dewhurst – arrived home about thirty minutes ago. Apparently his daughter is missing. We’ve made the obvious enquiries, but we’ve drawn a blank. It’s looking bad.’
 
         If Dave said it was looking bad, then it was. ‘How old is she?’ I asked.
 
         ‘Eight.’
 
         ‘Oh dear. OK,’I told him, I’m on my way. Tell me again what the road’s called.’
 
         It could be a false alarm. If we found her in the next hour I could still make it to Annabelle’s. On my way out to the car I took off the tie and stuffed it into my pocket.
 
         Edgely Lane is about two hundred yards long. The houses, all rather magnificent and extremely detached, are down one side only. The other side is open country, the view broken by a row of huge beech trees. The lane ends at a farm track, which leads out into the Penistone Road further along. I parked so that I was blocking off the track. Sparky’s, the SOCO’s and the squad car were all in the road. A fourwheel-drive Nissan Patrol stood on the drive to The Firs. The house probably derived its name from the fifty-foot-tall leylandii that flanked the grounds on three sides. I’m a founder member of the Society for the Abolishment of Leylandii in Suburban Gardens.
         
 
         I had a quick look round the exterior, then went in. It was easy to see how entry had been gained: the door at the side had been jemmied. Someone had made quite a mess or it. Mr Dewhurst was sitting in the kitchen talking to Sparky, an untouched mug of tea in front of him. The kitchen was large and well equipped, but untidy and not very clean. A bit like mine. Sparky introduced me. Dewhurst surprised me by offering a limp handshake. He was about six feet tall, with short-cropped dark hair and designer stubble. My immediate impression was that he couldn’t decide which era he belonged in.
         
 
         ‘Where’s DS Newley?’ I asked Sparky.
 
         ‘Talking to the neighbours, sir.’
 
         ‘Good. Where are we so far?’
         
 
         ‘According to a little girl a few doors away who goes to the same school, she didn’t attend today.’
 
         I turned to address Mr Dewhurst. ‘And should she have done?’ I asked.
 
         He nodded a yes. This was bad news.
 
         ‘I see you’ve already provided DC Sparkington with a photograph.’ It was lying on the table between them. ‘Do you mind if we borrow it for a short while, sir?’
 
         He shook his head. ‘No, of course not,’ he mumbled.
 
         It was a school photograph, enlarged and in a decent frame. It showed a dark-haired little girl, wearing spectacles. ‘Thanks. Dave, send whoever we’ve got to City HQ with it to have it copied. We need to get moving before the light goes. And rustle up some extra help.’
 
         Sparky went out with the picture and I sat down opposite Mr Dewhurst. ‘First of all, sir, what is your daughter called?’
 
         ‘Georgina.’
 
         ‘Nice name. And she is eight years old?’
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
         ‘I know you’ve been through it all with my sergeant, but I’d like you to tell me everything that’s happened today. First of all, when did you last see Georgina?’
 
         ‘This morning.’
 
         ‘Go on,’ I invited.
         
 
         He looked at the tea, realised it was cold and pushed it away. I didn’t suggest making another pot – I wanted to move fast. ‘Do you think you’ll find her?’ he asked. ‘There’s so many madmen about. The papers are full of…’
 
         ‘It’s a bit early to be thinking like that, Mr Dewhurst. At the moment we’re hoping that there’s a simple explanation. She’s probably at a friend’s house, drinking cocoa and watching TV. If you’ll just answer a few questions we might know where to look. Tell me about this morning.’
 
         He stared down at the table as he spoke: ‘I took her to the bus station in Heckley, like I do every morning. She catches the school bus there.’
 
         ‘Which school does she attend?’
 
         ‘KGP.’
 
         King George Preparatory. Fee-paying. ‘Pardon me asking, sir, but is there a Mrs Dewhurst?’
 
         He shook his head. ‘No, she died over two years ago. Leukaemia.’
 
         ‘Oh, I am sorry. Can we go back to this morning, please. What time did you drop Georgina at the bus station?’
 
         ‘About five past eight.’
 
         ‘And what time does her bus leave?’
 
         ‘Eight fifteen.’
 
         ‘Did you see her onto the bus?’
 
         ‘No. I usually do, but…there was nowhere to park. I was in a hurry. I never thought…never expected…’
         
 
         ‘Don’t blame yourself. You weren’t to know…’
 
         Nigel came into the kitchen. ‘Anything from the neighbours?’ I asked him.
 
         ‘No, sir, except that it appears she didn’t go to school today.’
 
         ‘So I heard, but we can’t rely on the word of a neighbour’s child. Have someone check with the school. Do you know the name of Georgina’s teacher, Mr Dewhurst?’
 
         ‘Yes, it’s Miss Aitken.’
 
         Nigel went off to deploy someone to track down Miss Aitken. As he left I asked him to arrange for the farm track to be taped off. There were some good tyre marks on it.
 
         ‘Is your daughter happy at school, Mr Dewhurst? Can you think of any reason why she might have played truant?’
 
         He shrugged his shoulders. ‘No. She doesn’t like school very much, but neither did I. She does fairly well. I don’t think she’s being bullied or anything.’
 
         ‘OK. Have you a sheet of paper?’ He produced a shopping-list pad out of a drawer. One of those with a pencil attached that looks like a good idea but never gets used.
 
         ‘Right, sir. I want you to spend the next few minutes making me a list of all these names.’ I started writing on the pad.
 
         ‘I’ve given the sergeant the names of Georgina’s friends.’ he said.
         
 
         ‘Fair enough, but you might have forgotten a few.’
 
         I wrote:
 
         
            Close friends at school 
            

            Local friends 
            

            Neighbours 
            

            Relatives 
            

            Favourite auntie or anyone she might turn to if she was unhappy
            

            Any friends you disapprove of 
            

            Any other names she’s ever mentioned 
            

            Favourite places (amusement arcades, cinema, riding school, etc.) 
            

            Where she plays (any dens, favourite walks, etc.)
            

         
 
         I was racking my brain for further inspiration when Paul Scott, the Scenes of Crime Officer, popped his head round the door.
 
         ‘Excuse me, Mr Priest. When you get a minute can I borrow Mr Dewhurst, please?’
 
         ‘Sure’ I gave Dewhurst the list and gestured for him to go with the SOCO. I walked outside to my car and rang the Superintendent. The clock on the dashboard said ten to eight.
 
         ‘Hi, Gilbert’ I sighed wearily, when he answered. ‘Sorry to disturb you, but I think we’ve a heavy one.’ I filled him in on the details. While we were talking another squad car and a SOCO van pulled up. Gilbert agreed to arrange for further reinforcements. The idea was that tonight, what was left of it, we’d hit everyone we could think of with photographs of the girl. In the morning we’d cover the bus station. She had to be somewhere, and somebody knew where that was.
         
 
         ‘Gilbert?’ I asked, hesitantly, when we’d finished. ‘Could you do me a little favour, please?’
 
         ‘Of course, what is it?’
 
         ‘I’m supposed to be at Annabelle’s at eight. Give her a ring and tell her I’m busy. It’ll sound better coming from you.’
 
         He agreed. If the truth were known, Superintendent Gilbert Wood is just as ga-ga about her as I am. Fortunately, he’s happily married.
 
         When I went back inside, the SOCO was taking Dewhurst’s fingerprints, for elimination purposes. He explained that they would be destroyed in six months, and that Mr Dewhurst could witness this, if he desired, or sign to say he authorised the SOCO to do it in his absence. I don’t think he heard a word of it. When they’d finished I sat down and had a long chat with him.
 
         Dewhurst told me he was managing director of his own company, called Eagle Electric. They supplied components to industry and acted as agents for several big manufacturers. In the last few years they had diversified by importing fancy light fittings and supplying them to the major department stores. They were designed in this country and made on the cheap in the Far East. It was this side of the business that Dewhurst was most personally involved with.
         
 
         Every morning he took Georgina for the school bus. In the evening a child minder met her off the bus and looked after her until Mr Dewhurst called for her. Yesterday Georgina hadn’t been on it. His mother-in-law, Georgina’s grandma, spent a lot of time with them and helped look after her, especially at weekends. She’d been the first person he’d contacted when he discovered that his daughter was missing.
         
 
         ‘She’s worried sick, same as me,’ he said. ‘Will it be all right if I go and pick her up? She has her own room here. She’s a widow and idolises Georgina. She’s her only grandchild.’
 
         ‘Doesn’t your mother-in-law drive?’ I asked.
 
         ‘No. She’s quite old and has bad arthritis. I always have to collect her. Thank God I didn’t go to Birmingham.’
 
         ‘Birmingham?’
 
         ‘Yes,’ he sighed. ‘My first call this morning was at Ashurst’s in Manchester. I got a puncture in their yard. So much for all-terrain vehicles. It put me behind schedule, so I cancelled a couple of late, calls in Birmingham. Otherwise I’d have been home much later. Georgina would have stayed with the child minder.’
 
         ‘I see. Would you like me to organise a car for your mother-in-law?’
         
 
         ‘No. She’d be frightened. It’s better if I go, and it’ll give me something to do. This waiting’s getting me down.’
 
         I wouldn’t have sent one with a blue flashing light on the top, but he was probably right. We all have our individual ways of reacting to situations. Dewhurst looked shaken, but he was taking it well. He was grown-up, he read the papers. I refused to discuss the possibilities, but he knew as well as I did that they were frightening. He didn’t want me to call his GP for a sedative.
 
         
             

         
 
         It was nearly one when I arrived home, and I was back at Heckley nick by six-thirty. We had a team meeting in the big conference theatre at ten. Gilbert outlined what was happening, for the benefit of the reinforcements we’d drafted in, and then handed over to me.
 
         ‘So far’, I told them, ‘we’ve had an astonishing lack of success. The inquiry has been in three main areas, namely, amongst known acquaintances last night; at the bus station this morning; and there is an ongoing physical search. What the link is between the burglary and the missing girl, we do not know. Possibilities that spring to mind are that she came home and disturbed a burglar; or maybe she was abducted in town and then brought home; or maybe there’s no link at all. Sergeant Scott was the SOCO. What can you tell us, Paul?’
         
 
         Paul raised himself from his chair and perched on the comer of the table so he could be heard more clearly. He went straight into it: ‘We looked for fingerprints, examined the MO and had a thorough general look-round. We also took plaster casts of tyre tracks in the bridle path at the end of the lane. All prints have been eliminated as belonging to members of the family; the burglars were apparently wearing gloves. We did find suitable smudge marks, and have lifted some glove prints. The most recent set of tyre tracks were made by Mr Dewhurst’s four-wheel-drive van. He says he uses the bridle path occasionally to get out onto the main road. The method of entry is interesting. The side door is a double-glazed, PVC effort. Most of our clients can jemmy one open in about three seconds. There are six different sets of marks on this door where the burglar had attempted to gain a purchase. It wasn’t a very determined attack. Inside, he had ransacked all the bedrooms. The contents of the drawers were strewn on the floor. I asked Mr Dewhurst to identify where stuff had come from. It appears that the top drawers were emptied first. This is the natural way you or I might act, but, as you all know, not the way a professional thief would do it, In short, gentlemen, we found nothing of any forensic value, but, for what it’s worth, I’d say we are looking for an amateur.’ He sat down on his chair again.
         
 
         I stood up: Thanks, Paul. Has anyone any questions?’
 
         ‘Was there an alarm?’ someone asked.
 
         ‘No,’ I replied.
 
         ‘He might bean amateur in practical terms,’ someone else suggested, but he seems to be well genned-up on the theory if he’s got away without leaving a trace behind.’
 
         ‘Good point,’ I said. ‘I haven’t told you what he stole. It appears that the only thing missing is a small quantity of jewellery, sentimental value only.’ I knew what they were thinking, so I said it for them: ‘And one little girl,’ I added.
 
         Nigel was next in the limelight. He told us about the frantic efforts of the night before to get as many people as possible on the streets armed with photographs. We’d enquired in all the places where she might have been seen and all those where we hoped she hadn’t. Nothing.
 
         Acting Detective Sergeant Jeff Caton had supervised the raid on the bus station earlier this morning. Sparky and myself had been there, too. I invited Jeff to say his piece.
 
         ‘Morning,’ he began. ‘The KGP school bus is run by Carter’s Coaches. It arrives at Heckley bus station at about eight and leaves at eight fifteen, prompt. Yesterday was no exception. The missing girl did not get on it. Her father dropped her off in Bridge Street, right outside the station. Sometimes, if there was a parking space, he would walk through the station to where the coach waited, a distance of approximately seventy-five metres. Yesterday he couldn’t find a vacant place, so he double-parked to drop her off. He nipped to the newsagent’s kiosk to buy a paper and then left. The proprietor of the kiosk recognised the photograph of Georgina and remembers exchanging pleasantries with her father. He sees them arrive most mornings. Georgina sometimes buys sweets in another shop, but didn’t yesterday. Fourteen other people who use the bus station every morning at that time recognised her face. Only two claimed they saw her yesterday. None of the other kids who use the bus saw her, nor did the driver. Somewhere between her dad’s car and the school bus she vanished without a trace.’ Like a snowflake that falls into the palm of your hand.
         
 
         Superintendent Wood read a press release he had prepared and told us that he was planning on recording an appeal on television tomorrow morning. None of us felt optimistic as we left the meeting to make our individual contributions to the search. The simple explanation had not been forthcoming; now we were contemplating the grotesque one.
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER THREE

         
 
         I went up to Gilbert’s office and had a coffee with him. ‘Strong, black and preferably with caffeine,’ I requested.
 
         ‘Coming up. Would you like a tot of something stronger in it?’
 
         ‘No thanks. Did you ring Annabelle?’
 
         He placed the coffees on two mats on his table. ‘Yes, she said she understood. She’ll realise what it’s all about when she reads the papers.’ He dunked a digestive biscuit and manoeuvred the soggy mass into his mouth just before it collapsed.
 
         ‘That’s a disgusting habit,’ I protested.
 
         ‘One of life’s little comforts, Charlie. Help yourself.’ He swallowed the remainder and went on: ‘Annabelle’s a nice girl. Too good for you, if the truth be known. You’ll lose her if you don’t watch it.’
 
         ‘Thanks for the vote of confidence; it’s just what I need.’
 
         ‘No, you don’t understand. It’s not you, it’s the job. Just look at yourself; take stock. You went to art college, got a degree in batik dyeing or something—’
         
 
         ‘It was in art.’
 
         ‘OK, art. You pretend to like decent music, appreciate good food. The fact that you listen to jungle drums and eat rubbish is due to circumstances. You could look reasonably tidy if you changed your clothes more often—’
 
         ‘I change my clothes as often as anyone,’ I protested.
 
         ‘Well, you always look crumpled. Sometimes I don’t know if you’re supposed to be a Hell’s Angel or an out-of-work violinist.’
 
         ‘I like looking crumpled. I feel comfortable when I’m crumpled. And look at yourself. You had that shirt on yesterday.’
 
         ‘No I didn’t.’ It was his turn to be indignant.
 
         ‘Yes you did.’
 
         He looked down at it. ‘Did I? Must have picked the wrong one up this morning. Blame it on the early start. Anyhow, we’re not talking about me. The point I’m making is that you’ve some hard thinking to do. Charlie the Artist could just about pull Annabelle. Charlie the Policeman never will. She needs more than you can give her as you are at present, but she’s worth the effort. If I were you, I’d make it.’
 
         I hadn’t a clue what he was talking about. ‘Are you telling me I ought to resign?’ I asked, incredulously.
         
 
         He shook his head. ‘No, of course not.’ He dunked another biscuit. ‘But outside that door all hell’s breaking loose, and I’m in here trying to sort out your love life. Last night, if I’d been in your shoes, I’d have gone round to Annabelle’s for supper.’
 
         I stared at him for several seconds. ‘No you wouldn’t,’ I declared.
 
         ‘Yes I would, if I wanted her.’
 
         ‘I don’t believe you. I don’t believe you and I think you’re wrong.’
 
         ‘Maybe, maybe not. Now, what are we doing about finding this kid?’
 
         I left Gilbert concocting a speech for the television cameras and drove round to see Mr Dewhurst. A patrol car was parked in the lane. I pulled in behind it and had a word with the driver:
 
         ‘Is he in?’
 
         ‘Yes, sir.’
 
         ‘Any problems with the press or passing ghouls?’
 
         ‘No, but it suddenly seems a popular road for dog- walkers to use.’
 
         ‘Does it? Is anybody talking to them?’
 
         ‘Yes, sir, we are. Most of them say they didn’t come this way yesterday, but the few who did didn’t see anything.’
         
 
         ‘Fair enough. Keep at it.’
         
 
         There was a Toyota Supra parked on the drive as well as the Nissan. The registration plate bore Dewhurst’s initials, MJD. Personal number plates should be compulsory – they are a lot easier to remember. I glanced round the garden at nothing in particular, then pressed the bell push. I was just considering whether it would be polite to ring again when the door was opened by an elderly lady. I fished in my pocket for my ID card.
 
         ‘Good morning, I’m Inspector Priest. Is Mr Dewhurst available?’
 
         ‘Have you found her?’ she demanded, and for a brief moment her face lit up with hope.
 
         I shook my head. ‘No, I’m sorry, we’ve no news yet. You must be…?’
 
         ‘Mrs Eaglin. Georgina’s grandma.’ Her face sagged back to the hopeless expression it had borne a moment earlier. ‘You’d better come in.’ She took me through to the sitting room and invited me to sit down. ‘Miles is asleep,’ she told me. ‘We waited up until about four o’clock this morning and then I insisted that he take one of my pills. Do you want me to wake him?’
 
         ‘No, I’ll catch him later. If we have no success today we’re thinking about making a television appeal tomorrow morning. We’d need Mr Dewhurst down at the station at about nine thirty, if he agrees to it. Sometimes they produce good results. I’d be grateful if you could forewarn him.’
         
 
         ‘What do you think’s happened to her, Inspector? She’s such a lovely girl…’ Mrs Eaglin’s eyes filled with tears and she sniffed into a tiny lace handkerchief. Her fingers were clenched as tightly as the arthritis would allow.
 
         When she’d composed herself I said: ‘We’re hoping that Georgina played truant from school and became too frightened to come home; or maybe she got lost. We’re talking to any other children who were absent on Monday. Alternatively, she may have been abducted by, say, a childless woman who wants her for her own daughter. That happens more often than you’d realise.’
 
         I didn’t mention that we were dragging the canal, and that the helicopter was scouring the fields and woods with the latest heat-seeking technology. We also had a long print-out of sex offenders, and were slowly working our way through it. Silly men who’d led blameless lives after flashing in the park thirty years ago were having their pasts raked up in front of their families. It hardly seemed fair, but we were grasping at the wind.
 
         ‘Mrs Eaglin, how did Georgina seem when you last saw her?’ I asked.
 
         She lowered the hanky and thought for a few seconds. ‘Perfectly normal. In fact she was looking forward to going to school because they were rehearsing for the end-of-term play.’
 
         ‘Was she in it?’ I enquired.
         
 
         A smile briefly made an appearance, then fled. ‘No, but it disrupted lessons. I think that’s what she liked it for.’
 
         ‘When did you see her?’
 
         ‘Over the weekend. Miles picks me up Friday evening, straight after collecting Georgina from the child minder. He works Saturdays and likes to have a game of golf on Sunday. My husband, George, died nearly seven years ago, so I love to come here and look after Georgina. I sometimes visit through the week, too, especially when Miles has to stay away overnight.’
 
         ‘And when did you go home?’
 
         ‘Sunday evening, about seven. They both took me. After dropping me off I believe they were going for a pizza. Not really my cup of tea, and far too late for Georgina, but I’m old-fashioned.’
 
         I declined a drink and left after proffering more empty reassurances. It’s a thin line between false hopes and premature gloom. As long as we didn’t know, we had to assume she was still alive. Any other attitude was pointless.
 
         On the way back to the station I had a flash of inspiration, so I went via St Bidulph’s on the Top Road. Annabelle lives in the Old Vicarage, near the church. In the door pocket of the car was a bottle of claret, and the back seat held a rapidly fading bunch of salmon-pink roses. I stood on her doorstep, bottle in one hand and wilting blooms in the other, rehearsing my lines: ‘Sorry I’m late, I was held up.’
         
 
         But she wasn’t in.
 
         
             

         
 
         Wednesday morning we filmed the TV appeal. The crew set up their cameras and lights in the conference room and the producer went through the scripts with Gilbert and myself. Gilbert introduced me as Acting Chief Inspector Priest.
 
         ‘What’s this Acting Chief bit?’ I whispered to him at the first possible opportunity.
 
         ‘It goes down better with the public,’ he replied in a hushed voice. ‘Gives you a bit more status.’
 
         ‘I don’t want to be Acting Chief,’ I hissed back.
 
         ‘Well you are.’
 
         ‘Officially?’
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
         ‘Paid?’
 
         ‘Yes, bloody well paid.’
 
         Our whispers were growing louder and faces were turning towards us. ‘Are you trying to get rid of me, Gilbert?’
 
         The Super’s face was red with frustration and he thumped a palm with a fist.
 
         ‘For Christ’s sake, Charlie, I thought I was doing you a favour!’
 
         ‘Oh. Well, thanks.’
 
         I liked being the longest-ever-serving inspector. I’d been as young as it was possible to be when appointed, and then made no further progress up the ladder. It was a record I was proud of. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Mr Dewhurst going into the toilets.
         
 
         ‘Excuse me,’ called the producer. ‘We’ll begin if you’re all ready. You first, Superintendent. Quiet, please.’
 
         ‘You’re on,’ I said to Gilbert, adding: ‘You won’t mind if I go to wave Willy at the wall, will you?’
 
         In the gents’, Dewhurst was standing at the wash-basins, running water into one of them. He looked up as I entered and we exchanged polite but grim nods. He left as I was having my pee. I washed my hands in the sink next to the one he’d used and followed him out.
 
         There was another delay for some reason. Mrs Eaglin was standing with Dewhurst, giving him support before his ordeal by television. He had the worst part of all. Eventually they were ready and the producer called for Gilbert again. As he was leaving me I told him: ‘Your hair’s sticking up at the back, Gilbert.’
 
         He gave it a perfunctory wipe with his hand.
 
         ‘No,’ I said, ‘it’s still sticking up. You ought to comb it.’
 
         ‘Bloody hell, Charlie!’ he hissed at me. ‘It’s not a frigging game show. What’s got into you?’
 
         Gilbert had one minute to tell the story so far; then Dewhurst did his bit. It was harrowing. He broke down and wept and couldn’t finish off what he wanted to say. Nearly everybody in the room was crying with him, some openly, some internally. Then I had to go on and tell people where to come with their information. I don’t envy newsreaders: I felt shagged-out when it was over.
         
 
         The film was shown locally on the lunchtime news, and broadcast nationally in the evening. The response was phenomenal. We imported extra staff to man the computers. Over the next three weeks every single lead was followed, and every one of them took us up a dead end. Georgina Dewhurst had vanished from the face of the globe as effectively as if she had never existed.
 
         
             

         
 
         We checked over three hundred alibis and made thirty-one arrests. Of these, only two reached the ‘helping us with our enquiries’ stage. ‘Georgina – Man Detained’ screamed the headlines in the tabloids. We were only going through the motions, though. The first was Billy Sunshine. Billy stands just outside the bus station most days, rocking gently backwards and forwards on the balls of his feet. He usually has a bottle sticking out of his jacket pocket and a big smile for everyone who passes by. There had been one report of a little girl being seen hand-in-hand with a man heading away from the area. A scruffy man – it could have been Billy. He’d been shown the photo on the Tuesday morning and said he recognised her. We kept him in overnight and gave him breakfast. He had a better alibi than Nixon when Kennedy was shot, so we handed him over to the detox centre.
         
 
         The other one was more like it. It wasn’t as a result of fine detective work – someone wrote us an anonymous letter. Terry Finnister lived in Workington, but had delivered a lorryload of bathroom equipment to a company in Heckley early that Monday morning. And, the letter-writer kindly advised us, he was a convicted sex offender. They went on to give us some advice on how to treat his sort. I took Nigel to Workington to have a word with him, and we brought him back to Heckley.
 
         It was a mess. When he’d been a teenager his mother had remarried. Her new husband had a young son. Finnister served five years for buggering the child while baby-sitting. During the interview he told us that his stepfather had raped him, and that his mother had died of an overdose while he was in jail. At the time of Georgina’s disappearance he’d been off-loading two dozen avocado, low-level, easy-flush toilet pedestals, and he had the invoices to prove it; plus a receipt for his breakfast, eaten shortly afterwards. We asked the local SOCO to give the cab of his lorry a going-over, but we lacked enthusiasm.
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         The Reverend Gerry Wilde, vicar of St Peter and St Paul’s, was annoyed; or as annoyed as he ever allowed himself to become. His hatchback crested the brow in the road where he gained his first view of St Peter and St Paul’s. He always looked forward to that dramatic moment. First the trees loomed up out of the ground, then they appeared to swing to one side as the road curved, revealing the majestic prospect of his church. Normally, the Union flag, taut in the stiff breeze, would have added an extra frisson of delight. The Reverend Wilde was firstly a man of God, and secondly a patriot. Not that he would have separated them in that way. For him, the two conditions were so tightly intertwined that he could not understand how anyone could claim to be one without the other. Certainly not if one was an Englishman. But today the flag was an aberration. Three times he’d told Joseph, the verger, to take it down; and there it still was, four days after Coronation Day, proclaiming heaven-knows-what to the parish. Soon it would have to go up again for the Duke of Edinburgh’s birthday, but it made a mockery of his efforts if the two events ran together.
         
 
         He put the car in its garage alongside the vicarage. He’d have to have a word with Joseph – be more firm with him. He hated any form of unpleasantness, though. And, of course, Joseph had worshipped here all his life, whereas he was a newcomer, relatively speaking.
 
         No, he’d teach by example. Jesus washed His disciples’ feet; he, Gerry Wilde, would strike the flag. Then he would leave it for Joseph to put away. Maybe that would impress upon the old man that he meant what he said. He took his tower key from its hook in the kitchen and set off across the graveyard to the church.
         
 
         In the ringing chamber the six hemp ropes, with their coloured sallies, hung through the guides in the ceiling. The vicar noted that one rope was shorter than the others. That meant that the big tenor bell was in the vertical position, on the backstroke, ready to be set swinging with the minimum of effort at the next bell-ringing session. He locked the chamber door behind him and put the key in his pocket. If he was going up the tower he didn’t want anybody touching the ropes. One ton of bell was poised to fall – he didn’t want it falling on him.
 
         He was puffing like an asthmatic tuba player when he reached the belfry, and the pain in his chest had returned. Fortunately it was the wrong side for his heart. There was a walkway skirting the bells, with a handrail for extra safety. Nevertheless he kept a wary eye on the inverted tenor as he made his way to the bottom of the wooden ladder that led the last few feet up onto the roof.
 
         The bolt in the trap door slid back easily, and a moment later the Reverend was outside, on the roof of his tower. He’d only been up here a couple of times before. The noise was deafening. What had been a moderate breeze at ground level was a gale at this height. The flag material was slapping and cracking with a ferocity that seemed as if it would rip to shreds, and the ropes were lashing against the mast. First of all he wanted to admire the view. He’d heard that you could see Lincoln Cathedral from up here. He peered in the right direction in vain. A few degrees to the left the columns of steam from the Trent Valley power stations were plainly visible.
         
 
         ‘Twentieth-century cathedrals,’ said the vicar with distaste, and started pulling on the rope.
 
         He untied the flag and bundled it into his arms – it was impossible to fold in the swirling wind. As he was walking towards the trapdoor a wayward corner flapped up across his face. He pulled it away with his hand, but this allowed another fold of material to fall to the floor. The Reverend Wilde’s right foot stepped on it and his left one became tangled in the beloved flag. He fell headlong into the open trap. His arms were enmeshed, so he could not use them to halt his progress, and he shot head first down the wooden steps, like a tobogganist down the Cresta run. Had there been anybody else in the church they would have heard the crack of his neck snapping as he hit the bottom, but there wasn’t.
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